DESIGN FOR TRANSITIONS -FROM AND TO WHAT? Cameron Tonkinwise
As part of its attempt to resituate the practice of designing within a commitment to facilitating social change toward more sustainable futures, the School of Design at Carnegie Mellon University has started talking about 'Transition Design.' It is risky to invent yet another term which too easily looks like an appropriative branding exercise. But it can also be useful as way of marking an ambition.
The following is a further attempt to explain the differences from existing practice to which Transition Design aspires. increasing inequality that excludes many from that class and even diminish the capacity of most in that class from living as they intend.
Transition Design accepts the too often repeated litany of current ecological and social stresses: diminishing access to readily available fossil fuels, potable water, top soil, rare earth elements, etc; mass extinctions and major ecosystem transitions; structural racism, sexism, classism, etc. Transition Design also works from the assumption that all these social stresses are interlinked; no one instance of these crises can be solved in isolation from the others. This also means that Transition Design is motivated by the belief that most current initiatives directed at these problems are futile or misdirected.
While Transition Design can and should be of value to existing commercial design practices, without this sense of crisis Transition Design seems pretentious. If you believe, as many do, that this Reggio's Koyaanisqatsi (1983) litany of crises are fabrications or exaggerations, or if you admit that these are problems but believe that business-as-usual is progressing in ways that will successfully deal with these problems, then Transition Design will seem superfluous or dangerous.
However, a central assumption of Transition Design is that whilst our societies are in crisis, these crises are not being, and will never be, experienced in sufficiently motivating ways. There is never going to be a crunch time necessitating Promethean responses.
These are slow motion crashes with which humans, especially while still moderately wealthy, are adept at coping. Transition Design, as with the Transition Town movement by which it is inspired, attempts pre-emptive change before change is unavoidable (which this may be never).
2) Design is crucial
The dominant forms of consumerist living are dependent on design.
The interface between everyday habitual practices and the unsustainable economies and infrastructures that resource them are designed artifacts, environments and systems; socio-ecologically exploitative industries manifest as clothes I wear while accessing Kubrik's 2001 Kubrik's (1968 my bank through an app on my cell phone as I sit in a car at traffic lights with the air conditioning on. This quotidian ubiquity of designed products is perhaps the reason why design is often missed as axial to our societies and their unsustainability. Being a relatively recent profession and not yet a discipline, understandings of design are not commensurate with its importance, even by designers themselves. Current work in the sociology of technology is only just now articulating the sociomaterial power of designed things. The ways in which designs influence how people act, making certain activities and their associated product ecologies inertial, are central to explaining how our societies are so unsustainable -just as they are crucial to shifting our societies out of current crises. Transition Design assumes that designing must play a central role in the systems-level change that our societies need to undertake. By assuming the need to foreground design, Transition Design is as much a challenge to other forms of psychological and social change as it is to forms of designing that believe they are powerless service providers. Shaping material things became the art and science of interfacing between mass production and mass consumption. However, perhaps half-a-century after being predicted, developed economies are now post-industrial. Service sectors, information economies and digital platforms dominate new business.
3) Design is in Transition
As a result, design appears to be undergoing one its most significant transformations. The conventional design process of contextual inquiry, ideation, prototyping and fixed final product is being by displaced by data-driven into-the-field releases of constantly modifying systems (consider the role of a 'product designer' at Facebook for instance). The in-house innovation teams of large technology, and even financial companies, are challenging design consultancies. Meanwhile, design thinking is becoming mainstream in schooling, the liberal arts and business.
All of these shifts, which reflect wider changes in late capitalist neoliberal economies, mean that the practice and discipline of design are currently in transition. Transition Design is based on the assumption that these transitions in the professional practice of designing are important opportunities for design education and research to demonstrate bold leadership. Practitioners and sponsors of design are looking for more comprehensive ways of negotiating change and complexity. There is consequently an openness to change-oriented values-based designing. However, the results fell short of these ambitions. The supply-side focus of the early 1990s -Cleaner Production, Ecoefficiencyreduced the rate of ecological impact of business-as-usual but did not lead to net impact reductions. In addition, economic growth increased the overall volume produced, outstripping resource efficiency and pollution reduction efforts. In the later 1990s and early 2000s, emphasis shifted focus to the demand-side -Sustainable Consumption -but failed to deal with the Rebound Effect -when money saved by going 'green' was re-spent on other eco-impacting activities. This is why current Sustainable Consumption efforts focus on social psychology derived valuebased behavior change.
Contexts

4) Sustainable Design was too Problem-Solving
In the mid-2000s, Sustainable Design researchers recognized that the focus should not be on impact reduction but system change:
how to make large-scale shifts in infrastructure, such as fuel- 
5) Social Design was too Problem-Solving
Design has always also been a form of Social Design: from the worker-oriented Arts and Crafts movement, through the socialutopia vein in the various iterations of the Bauhaus, to the other-90%-directed designing promoted by Victor Papanek. The latter, which is currently dominant (e.g., IDEO.org, Frogimpact™, etc) tends to be ameliorative rather than politically pursuing structural changes. This is changing as wealthy philanthropists embrace design and design thinking, funding larger scale and longer term social entrepreneurship. Whilst most designed artifacts are effectively anonymous, the history of design is often the biographies of iconic designers. The creation of the modern practice of designing was accompanied by strong personalities that were as deliberately designed as their products: think of Raymond Loewy's explicit project of selfpromotion, no less than Walter Gropius. This is perhaps a necessary aspect of the fact that design is a 'science of the artificial.' Design brings things into existence, things that can then become crucial to our everyday life. This kind of world-making is not just a physical skill, but necessarily a social one. A wide range of people must be convinced to lend their money and materials and components and time and skills to realizing a particular design. Being a charismatic visionary is evidently one way that design has performed the social work of gathering allies for materializing a preferred futures. However, this strategy clearly has its limits and there are many other cultures that designers could employ.
8) Design needs to take responsibility for its Sociality
Transition Design foregrounds these questions of the social roles designers need to play to accomplish large-scale change in situations of urgency and crisis. Central is the recognition that design in realms of social complexity implicate the designer in what is being designed. This is quite distinct from conventional commercial design where the designer is making products for a client and primarily a set of users in different segments from the designer. Any Transition Design project also entails a redesign of the knowledge, values and practices of the designer as well;
Transition Design is always what John Chris Jones called
Designing Designing, or Tony Fry Redirective Practice.
Techniques
9) Multi-stage
Designing to date has been primarily problem-based. This means that each design project tends to have a stopping point. There is an end-product. When the money for a dead-lined project runs out, the designers are rarely completely satisfied with the outcomeperfectability is an inexhaustible motivator for design.
Nevertheless, the consultancy model of designing that has been dominant for the last century encourages the designer to move on to some other very different kind of project.
This episodic way of working perhaps explains the notoriety Horst
Rittel attained amongst design researchers with his notion of a 'wicked problem' -a problem whose social complexity means that it has no determinable stopping point. Transition Design explicitly locates itself within the domain of 'wicked problems' because it involves a kind of designing that 'stays with' a problem.
On the one hand, this 'taking responsibility for ongoing work in the one context' that defines Transition Design is a challenge for the Though longer term thinking is inherent to Transition Designing, this practice is not like strategic planning. The multi-stage quality of it means that after each accomplishment, the way forward needs to be re-evaluated because unanticipatable consequences will have arisen. Transition Designers in this way seek to see round corners, moving in one direction not in order to get at the end point, but instead to discern other change-possibilities afforded by having shifted current conditions through the insertion of new designs and designed activities.
10) Practice-Oriented
Design is the art and science of making useful things, but as indicated in 2 above, those things, when well-designed, become transparent to the activities their use affords. This leads to a conundrum inside and outside of the discourse of design. Designers tend to focus only on the material things they produce (episodically -see 9). Designers often have to be reminded by design researchers and managers that their really object(ive) is enabling activities. One of the merits of Social Practice Theory is that it can explain Similarly, any new value -ecological or social sustainability as a new 'meaning' for instance -will not 'take' unless it can be materialized into devices that significant groups of people have the capacity to use habitually.
For designers, the way Social Practice Theory accords structural significance to devices and their skilled use at last registers the value of design to how we live our lives and organize our societies.
By corollary, Social Practice Theory demands that designers acknowledge their responsibility for determining how our societies are made durable (to paraphrase Bruno Latour).
Transition Design is a form of Social Practice Oriented Designing.
Its tactic for bringing about structural change (4 and 5) targets multi-stage change (9) of practices.
Key here is a somewhat new timespace of designing (see Theodore Schatzki The Timespace of Human Activity, Lexington Books, 2001). As discussed above, design evaluates preferred futures in the studio, though this is currently under pressure from the agile data analytics driven approach to product development that demands early fail-able beta-releases into the field. Social Practice Theory suggests something in the middle: groups of people need to be able to trial new everyday practices. It takes time to learn and then embed new devices and/or meanings, so the design of practice changes requires venues like Living Labs. Whilst 'in real life' and involving lay people, these are not into-the-field releases, but carefully designed experiences. In Transition Theory, these are referred to as 'Niche Experiments.' They are semi-protected domains in which new devices, skills and meanings can co-evolve.
When robust, these new social practices can then be reproduced or translated more widely.
Conclusion
Transition Design is an attempt to name an ambition for an expert craft of designing that acknowledges the extent of our social crises by advancing the practices of social and sustainable designing through the incorporation of multi-stage practice-oriented transformation.
